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Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

Broad range of famly ties in Saudi Arabian culture
| nportance of clan ties within the Arab world

Aut hority given age and nmales in Arab cultures
Reasons for Saudi male’s aversion to manual | abor

Relief with which many Saudi Arabi an wonen vi ew
cloistering practice within marri age

|dentify

Soci al virtues of Saudi mal es

Di vorce practice in Saudi Arabia

Accept ed behavi ors regardi ng Saudi wonen/ nen
Quidelines for famly nmenbers living in Saudi Arabia

Realize

Arab wonmen often are guardi ans of the honor and
dignity of a famly/clan

Femal e/male roles in Arab culture

Perceptions of inpropriety which determ ne sex
separation practice in Saudi Arabia

When living in Saudi Arabia, the necessity to accept
society for what it is, rather than proving the
superiority of one’s own val ues
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1. Family Life

a. Structure Traditionally, the fam |y has been the
basis of the Arab social structure. Although the famly is
| osi ng ground where social change is occurring nost rapidly,

famly loyalty still predom nates all aspects of life. For
nost Anericans the word famly denotes a social unit
consi sting of husband, wife, and children. |In Saudi culture,

the concept of famly is much broader

An Arab’s famly is his kin group (or clan), which
probably includes several households and all male first
cousins on his father’s side. The nenbers of this group
usually live in close proximty to each other, neet
frequently, celebrate feasts and ot her occasions together and
coordi nate their business and political activity.

Regard for the well-being of the clan is a key el enent
in Arab psychol ogy. Most students of Arab culture are
famliar with the follow ng proverb. “I and nmy brothers
agai nst ny cousins; | and ny cousins against the stranger.”
That dictum apart from comenting on hierarchical |oyalties,
recalls two rel evant facts about Arab society.

The first is that the extended famly
(or kin group) is the fundanmental unit of
political and social action. The second
is that related kin groups may be allies
or enem es dependi ng upon the existing
econom c and political conditions. Kin
ti es enhance the security of the
i ndi vi dual
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However, they al so exact commtnments fromhim which far

exceed those required of the average Anerican. |In Anerica,
one normally sees the needs of his inmmediate fam |y as being
first and forenpst anong social concerns. In Saudi Arabia

and the Arab World in general, a different normprevails. An
Arab may deny his own children for the sake of a brother,
nephew, or cousin when clan interests so dictate.

Regard for the welfare of the clan has al so influenced
attitudes of many Arabs on reproduction, there being
consi derabl e i nducenent to have nunerous offspring. The
popul ar notion that Arabs lanent the birth of females is a
di stortion. Daughters eventually marry and | eave their clan,
yet their betrothal is an inportant part of alliance
building. Inherited status nornmally outwei ghs personal
achievenents in determning one’s place in society. Kinship
determ nes a person’s identity, status, and prospects for
success in life. The individualismwhich is so prevalent in
America has no role in Arab cul ture.

b. Authority

Thr oughout the Arab Worl d,
authority is generally related to age
and sex. The Arabs associ ate age
w th experience and wi sdom  Thus,
the head of the clan is nornmally the
ol dest conpetent nmale nenber. Wen
he di es or becones incapacitated, his

place wll likely be taken by his
ol dest son or one of his own
br ot hers.

When a son succeeds his father as famly head, he
t hereby gains authority over his nother. Arab society is
dom nated by nales--at least in public. Wyves are expected
to obey and serve their husbands and to defer to themin
public, although in many cases they “get their own way” at
home. Children are taught to obey and respect their parents
as well as the other adult nenbers of the clan.
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The roles of parents are nore
differentiated than they are in Anmerican
society. The father traditionally acts
as the disciplinarian and authority
figure. He remains aloof fromthe task
of raising children in their early years.
He concerns hinmself with the upbringing
of sons once they have been weaned but
| eaves the upbringing of daughters to the
wonen of the famly.

IJ\

The not her assunes nost of the burdens of child rearing
--at least until her offspring are weaned. She panpers sons,
not daughters, as nearly all Arabs generally have a
preference for male offspring. Children of both sexes are
taught to conformto the norns and conventions of Saudi
society. They are not encouraged to seek individuality, as
they are in Anerica.

Honor and dignity are tied to the
good repute of one’'s famly and
especially to that of its wonen. Anong
t he younger generations, however, a
gradual trend toward a nore liberal life
is evident. Mst of Arab society is a
man’s world, where the role of wonen is
severely restricted.

Pol ygany, although on the decline, is still a way of
life for many Arabs. W nen are generally kept veiled and
secluded. Marriages are arranged by the famly, and the
duties of wonen are seen as service to the males of the
househol d and giving birth to male of fspring. Because of
nore |iberal views on education and enpl oynent of wonen in
the cities, the situation there is gradually changi ng.
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2. The Roles of Men and Women apart from hone
life, the roles of nen and wonen in society at large are
highly differentiated. |ndeed, the persistence of

traditional nornms limts the participation of wonmen in public
affairs. Saudi wonen are allowed to work, and a grow ng
nunber of educated fenal es have taken jobs as teachers,
nurses, and secretaries.

However, their opportunities for
enpl oynment are limted to these and a
few ot her occupations. Segregation of
the sexes is obligatory, and so
agenci es or busi nesses which enpl oy
femal es nust provide conpletely
separate facilities for them -work
space, |avatory, entrance-exit. Most
ol der Saudi wonen | ack formal education
and exposure to Western ways. They
are, therefore, disinclined to work
out si de the hone.

Most Saudi nen, on their part, are adverse to do work
which is traditionally reserved for wonen or servants, such
as housekeeping. They do, however, attend to nmany famly-
related chores, partly because Saudi |aw prohibits wonmen from
driving. Unless the famly enploys a driver, the
husband/ f at her nmust take his wi fe shopping or do the shopping
himsel f, drive his children to school when they m ss the bus,
and take his wfe or children to the doctor in case of
illness or injury. He nust also attend to school
regi stration, bill paying, service for vehicle(s) and hone,
and many other simlar chores. Such responsibilities often
serve as justification for absence from work.
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O herwi se, Saudi nen pursue the soci al
virtues--hospitality, generosity, upholding
honor, and avoi di ng shanme or disgrace. As
shane is avoi ded, so al so manual |abor is
shunned. The disdain for it is related to
notions of tribal nobility. Traditionally,
the nmen of powerful and prom nent tri bal
groups engage in canel breeding and herdi ng,
commerce, and, |less prestigiously, date
cultivation. They do not till soil, cut
stone, or cast netals. Such occupations are
left to ignoble tribes or non-Arabs, and both
the work and people are accordingly despi sed.

a. Marriage and Divorce Due to the enforced
segregation of the sexes in public and the continued practice
of arranging marriages, there is no dating anong Saudi
Arabian citizens.

The ideal arrangenent is for a
man to marry his father’s brother’s
daughter. O her matches nay be
necessary, and these are socially
acceptable so long as there is no
significant disparity between the
status and nobility of the clans
involved. The role of parents in
sel ecting mates varies considerably.
In sone cases, girls are betrothed
even before they reach puberty. In
ot her cases, young people are all owed
to choose their mates.

Fat hers may have anxi ety about the conduct of their
daughters as Arab society traditionally demands virginity on
the part of unmarried femal es.

The honor of a clan or tribe is in |arge part determ ned
by the virtue of the wonen born intoit. 1In the event that
t he sexual code of conduct is violated, the head of the clan
is obliged to restore its honor--perhaps by decreeing death
for the offender. The world becanme witness to this practice
with the “death of a princess” incident in 1980.
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Young Saudi s are encouraged, by both famly and
governnment, to marry and have children. Sone years ago, the
government nmade avail abl e nonetary grants to help offset the
expenses of marriage. Traditionally, the man pays a dowy
and hosts a | avish feast for the famlies involved. The
wedding itself is a sinple civil cerenony; it is followed by
separate festivities for nmen and wonen. By Islamc |aw,
Muslimnmen are allowed to have up to four w ves.

The practice of polygany is dimnishing because of
econom ¢ and denographic constraints. Nonethel ess, nmany
Saudi nmen have nore than one wife. The wealthier ones anong
them may keep their wves in separate honmes. O herw se,
there i s one household, and the wonen all share the duties of
child rearing and housekeepi ng.

Regardi ng divorce, Islamc |law makes it nmuch easier for
t he husband to effect than for the wife. Nonetheless, a
woman can seek the protection of her father’s clan in the
event of severe marital strife. She will nost likely return
to her parents’ honme in the event of divorce and live there
until she remarries. |If children are involved, their father
will ultimtely have custody, although they may remain with
their nother until they reach school age.

b. Separation of the

Sexes  One of the nost

probl ematic areas of difference
bet ween our cultures is the
status and treatnent of wonen
in the Gulf area, and the
Muslimworld, in general.

The near-total separation of the sexes outside the
bounds of the famly and the cloistering of wonen fly in the
face of American belief in the desirability of freedom and
equality.
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W feel sorry for these wonen, who
usually don’t feel sorry for thensel ves
at all. They often greet marriage with
relief, glad that they will no | onger
have to venture out and deal with the
worl d, even to the limted extent that
t hey had known before marrying. They
may well pity the Western wonan, who is
not properly respected or protected, and
consequently nmust be constantly in a
state of anxiety and real danger.

However a visitor nmay judge this systemfroma personal
standpoint, it is sinply a fact of the culture of this area,
especially in Saudi Arabia and the Emrates, and nust be
accepted as such and be treated seriously.

The wonen of Saudi Arabia are probably the nost
restricted--or the best protected, depending on your point of
Vi ew.

They are separated from nmen outside the famly al nost
totally, including in nosques, schools (where males can
instruct girls only through the nmedium of television),
out door entertai nments such as zoos (in Saudi Arabia, there
is a special day for wonen), social activities within the
city and even in autonobiles, where wonen are expected to
ride in the back seat.

Saudi wonen woul d not go anywhere al one, and would
exerci se extrene caution, even with a group of wonen. They
are not allowed to drive cars or take buses, and taking a
taxi is considered very risky business. Taking a taxi alone
woul d be extrenely dangerous, and, in fact, a taxi m ght
refuse to stop for a | one wonen, Western or Saudi, because of
what people would say. One result is that nmen do nost of the
shopping and if a woman needs to shop for personal itens, she
w Il take her husband or another nmale relative with her.
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These wonen feel constantly watched
and judged, as even a runor of
m sbehavi or can be devastating to the
woman i nvol ved and her whole famly. It
is fairly well-accepted there that if a
man and a woman are |eft al one together,
they will not be able to restrain
t hensel ves. Thus, the hint of
i npropriety, such as a wonan alone in a
taxi, is alnost as damagi ng as proven
fact.

Sone wonen who have spent tine in the Wst becone
poi gnantly aware of the cost of these attitudes. Their
count rywonen, they say, often have no self-confidence, and if

actually attacked, would not feel they had the strength%or

perhaps the right3%to push the man away. They feel
def ensel ess, fearful, going through life like “a bird with
br oken wi ngs.”

Forei gners can best function in this society by first
accepting it and not attenpting to prove that their way is
superior. For nen, especially, it is inportant to adopt the
prescri bed behavior in regard to wonen, as any transgression
could be extrenely harnful to the woman. Therefore, male
visitors shoul d never approach a woman on the street, even to
ask directions.

If a man recogni zes a woman that he
has nmet somewhere el se--perhaps in a
private home or in a professional
capacity--he should not attenpt a
conversation in public or greet her by
name. Even if a wonman drops her packages
or falls down, nmen will hesitate to help
her, unless she is obviously in real
trouble. And the wonman, already
frightened and enbarrassed by calling
attention to herself, would prefer to be
| eft alone to straighten herself out and
be on her way.
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For Western wonen, nodest caution would not be totally

paranoid. It is good to bear in mnd that sone of the nen
that they will be dealing with are not accustoned to havi ng
wonen friends or to being alone with a woman. | n addition,

many people hold a | ow opi ni on of Western wonen and their
| evel of norality, which may nmake them seem an easy narKk.
For these reasons, a certain anount of discretion and
awar eness are advi sabl e, especially when al one.

c. Behavior Towards Women Respect the privacy of
wonen wearing the veil.

Do not show any type of--even very
casual --interest in any Saudi woman.
Avoid staring and |l engthy eye contact. Do
not try to engage an Arab woman in
conversation unless you were formally
introduced. Do not attenpt to photograph
Arab woren unl ess you have perm ssion.
You should include male famly nmenbers in
any pictures of wonen. The only
exceptions m ght be Saudi (or other Arab)
wonen working in hospitals, or in business
of fices. But you should never try to date
t hem

When visiting in a Saudi home, never ask about or show
interest in the femal e nmenbers of the famly. [It’s quite
unlikely that you will even see them

Also, if you invite a Saudi famly or couple to your
place, it is very probable that only the male head of the
famly wll cone. This may not apply in the case of a Saudi
famly or couple that has been abroad and | earned to speak
English. They m ght follow Wstern social custons when with
Aner i cans.

3. Notes for Female Family Members wile in the

M ddl e East, you--the Anmerican wonman--shoul d be aware that as
a representative of the United States it will be inportant to
use good judgnment, tact, and di plomacy in your daily
associations wth the Saudis, for you and your famly will be
observed through the eyes of a people who, for centuries,
have maintained rigid Islamc |laws and traditions.
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You wi Il find your status as an individual radically
changed. The many |legal and religious restrictions inposed
on Muslimwonen will nost |ikely be inposed on you also. For
the Westerner this change will be dramatic. You wll have to
adj ust your franme of mnd to the differences in living
condi tions, social values, custons, and traditions. At first
t he adjustnent may not be easy.

In addition to the guidelines
bel ow, you shoul d becone thoroughly
famliar with the above sections. They
are intended to help you and your
children avoid situations which can be
m sinterpreted as disrespectful to your
host country, or be considered in
viol ation of Moslemtraditions.

a. Remember Always

Be aware that nmen and wonen in the Saudi soci al
community are two distinct and separate groups.
They do not usually intermngle at public or
soci al functions.

Seek opportunities to participate in social
activities for wonen. There are many vol unt eer
groups and international wonen’s cl ubs which you
can j oin.

O fer extra servings and refreshnent at | east
three tinmes when you have guests. Since Saudi
customconsiders it rude to accept imedi ately,
nost Saudis will refuse the first few tines.
Bargain in a Souk (market place). Saudi vendors
expect this, regardless of the tinme and effort
it takes to agree on a price.

Know where your children are at all tinmes. They
shoul d be di scouraged fromridi ng unacconpani ed
in a taxi, or wandering through the towns. Keep
a close watch when you are out in public and

di scourage any m schi ef - maki ng.

Cauti on your children agai nst maki ng derogatory
remar ks or making fun of any Saudi person or

si tuation.
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b. Remember to Never

Drive a car. It is against the |law for wonen.
Di scuss the issue of wonen’s rights, equality,
or liberation with either nmen or wonen.

Speak to Arab nen unl ess you have been properly
i nt roduced.

Stare at Saudi nen, veiled wonen, or persons who
are praying.

Visit Arab honmes between 2:00 and 4:00 p.m as
this is the customary tinme for rest and

rel axation.

Li nger beyond di nner when you are invited to a
Saudi hone. Dinner is the final climx of an
eveni ng of conversation and entertai nnent.

O fer a Saudi any |iquor or
pork, as these are forbidden
by the Moslemreligion.

c. Precautions

All the precautionary nmeasures you would normal ly take
inthe United States for the safety and security of your
famly would, of course, apply while you are in any foreign
country.

| f you are expecting a servant, or men to service your
househol d utilities, always nmake sure they show proper
identification. Children should be nmade aware that they are
never to accept offers of transportation from strangers.
Al ways keep your doors | ocked whether you are in your hone or
sitting in a car waiting for your husband or friends. Be
wary of any stranger who m ght approach you at the airport
unl ess you have prior know edge of the individual’s
identification, or have proof that the person is a part of a
previously arranged plan to offer you transportation.
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Review Quiz: Arab Society

True/False Piace a Tor an Fin the bl ank provi ded.

1. Arab society is primarily a man’s worl d; Arab hones
are primarily a woman’s worl d.

2. The honor of a clan is determned, in large part, by
the sword fighting ability of the mal e nenbers.

3. For nost Arabs, the concept of famly is roughly the
sane as that of an Anerican.

4. Enphasis on the individual plays a significant role
in Arab cul ture.

5 A candl el i ght di nner of Virginia ham and Monterey
wi ne woul d be a good way to introduce a Saudi
Arabian Arab friend to Anerican culture.

6. When visiting in a Saudi hone, it is helpful to
i nquire about male and female famly nmenbers.

7. The extended famly is the basic unit of Arab
political and social action.

8. For many Saudi Arabian Arabs, related kin groups are
al ways allies--regardl ess of economc or political
condi tion.

9. I n Saudi society, separation of the sexes is the
nor m

10. Saudi nen uphol d honor and avoi d shane by

frequently engagi ng in manual | abor.
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“Integrity First
Servi ce Before Self
Excell ence in All You Do”
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